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It sounds like something out of a cheap spy novel.. 

Somewhere along the California coast, the U.S. 
government builds a massive launch pad capable of 
blasting spy satellites into orbit aboard the space 
shuttle. The $5 billion facility never gets used, but 
the government manages to keep the whole thing a 
secret. 

Well, almost In real life, the Vandenberg Air 
Force Base Space Launch Complex-6 — or Slick-6 
for short — hasn’t been a secret for a long time. But 
it was a secret when it was being bought and paid 
for. . 

The pad is a very real product of what is widely 
referred to as the U.S. government’s “black bud- 
get,” a multi-billion conglomeration of line items' 
used to finance the country’s most covert military 
and intelligence operations. This year the covert 
slush fund is expected to top $28 billion, or roughly 
enough to hand every American household a check 
for $300. 

The budget came under scrutiny recently when it 
was revealed that the National Reconnaissance Of- 
fice, the supersecret agency charged with monitor- 
ing the country’s spy satellites, was building itself a 
1-million-square-foot, $310-million office park in 
suburban Virginia — and almost no one in Congress 
had known a thing about it. 

Experts say the complex is just a footnote in the 
long — and often wasteful — history of the country’s 
black budget. ; 

In addition to Slick-6 and the new NRO office 
building, many like to point to the A-12, an attack 
fighter that the Air Force canceled in January 1991 
- after spending $3 billion in black budget devel- 
opment funds. 

Then there’s the Titan IV rocket program, which 
the Air Force and the NRO developed as a way to 
launch its spy satellites into space in the aftermath 
of the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster. The rock- 
ets cost $280 million apiece, but at least three have 
blown up since 1991. 

The last Titan IV explosion came in August 1993 
and, at a cost of about $1 billion, is thought to be the 
most expensive space accident since the Challeng- 


er. The rocket was carrying an advanced KH-11 sat- 
ellite, considered one of the black budget’s most ex- 
pensive toys. 

Accidents and aborted programs aside, others 
question whether intelligence priorities currently 
being set behind closed doors are the right ones. 
Just last month, for instance, the NRO reportedly 
awarded a $10-billion contract to Martin Marietta 
to develop a new generation of satellites — to spy 
on Russia. 

“The Russian Navy is rusting in port, and yet we 
are going to be spending about $1 billion a year to 
spy on it,” said John Pike, director of the Federa- 
tion of American Scientists’ space policy project. 

Some in Congress are now pushing, at the very 
least, to publish the black budget’s total size, but 
few give such efforts much of a chance. The reason 


is simple: those members of Congress who now 
have oversight of the budget receive large contribu- 
tions from the defense industry, who clearly have 
an interest in keeping the books closed. 

A recent study by the National Security News 
Service, a not-for-profit, Washington-based re- 
search group, found that since 1991, members of the 
House and Senate Select Intelligence Committees 
have received $338,858 in political action contribu- 
tions from employes at six defense companies. 

By far the biggest giver, with total contributions 
of $90,160, was Martin Marietta, the company that 
just won the new spy satellite contract, the study 
shows. ~ 


